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W H AT D OES FA I T H LO OK LI K E ?
Two issues repeatedly paired in Matthew are the identity of Jesus and 
the responses people make. The response Jesus seeks above all is faith. 
Faith moved the paralytic’s friends to bring him to Jesus and secure that 
man’s healing (Matt. 9:2). Faith enabled the woman with the hemorrhage 
to be healed with a trusting touch (9:22). Conversely, it was the lack of 
faith of the people in His hometown of Nazareth that hindered Him from 
accomplishing anything there (13:58). Jesus drew attention to the faith 
of a Roman centurion as something He had found “with no one in Israel” 
(8:10), but He rebuked Peter as a “little-faither” from whom He expected 
more (14:31).

What is faith? Instead of a theological definition, Matthew supplies 
portraits of faith that teach us. This lesson brings us not one, but two 
such portraits. One shows us how faith persistently trusts and expects 
good things from Jesus, the bringer of God’s gracious reign. The other 
shows what faith confesses about Jesus Himself. If faith is “more caught 
than taught,” as the old saying goes, we will do well to look closely at 
these portraits. May God help us to respond as they did!

FI R ST P ORT R A I T: A C A NA A N I T E WOM A N 
Matthew 15:21–28
For a fourth time in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus “withdrew” (v. 21, 
see also 4:12; 12:15; 14:13). Placing Himself beyond the reach of the 
hostile religious leaders and Herod Antipas, He and the disciples made 
their way “to the district of Tyre and Sidon” (15:21), 50 miles northwest 

The response Jesus seeks above all is faith.
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of the Sea of Galilee. This was Gentile 
territory outside Israel, a place where He 
might take a kind of sabbatical from the 
crowds that had followed Him so doggedly. 
He acted “to forestall premature attacks 
on himself until the appointed hour . . . in 
Jerusalem” (Gibbs).

No crowds followed, but only a lone 
Gentile woman crying out for His mercy 
to heal her demon-possessed daughter 
(v. 22). “Behold,” says Matthew. Just look 
at her! Hers is the first portrait Matthew 
holds before us, and it deserves our 
careful attention. Why? First, because she 
was a Canaanite, an outsider with no claim 
on the mercy of God; second, because 
even though she was an outsider, she 
knew who Jesus was, calling Him both 
“Lord” (what true disciples called Him) 
and “Son of David” (v. 22; see 1:1), a title 
pregnant with messianic overtones. The 
Jewish crowds did not yet understand who 
Jesus was, but she did!

That knowledge drove her to approach Him 
boldly, persistently. The Greek verb tells us 
she “kept on crying” so continuously that 
the disciples finally begged Jesus to “send 
her away” (15:23) (as one might want to 
shush a crying baby in church during the 
sermon). However, “He did not answer 
her a word” (v. 23). He explained to the 
disciples, “I was sent only to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel” (v. 24). Does 
this woman think she can get a share of 
what, in God’s economy, belongs to Israel?

Yes, that’s exactly what she hoped! A 
second time she addressed Him, now on 

her knees, “Lord, help me” (v. 25). This 
time Jesus spoke directly to her in a way 
that startles us: “It is not right to take 
the children’s bread and throw it to the 
dogs” (v. 26). Though some Israelites kept 
dogs as pets, the word “dog” was often 
used disparagingly (Ex. 22:31; 1 Sam. 
24:14; 2 Sam. 16:9) of people regarded 
as low or unworthy. Here “the children” 
are the Israelites, and “the dogs” are the 
Gentiles. Jesus was not name-calling but 
speaking proverbially that the Israelites 
came first in God’s plan. He challenged 
her, asking in effect, “Are you fully aware 
that I am Israel’s Messiah and that you 
are a Gentile?”

A third time she speaks with a deft reply 
that springs from a faith both humble and 
strong: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat 
the crumbs that fall from their masters’ 
table” (v. 27). Hear her! “Yes, you are 
Israel’s Messiah! I do not speak against 
God’s plan. The bread belongs to the 
children. But the bread of the Messiah is so 
abundant that some will fall on the floor! 
That’s all I ask. I need nothing more.”

Jesus heard faith talking—the response 
He sought all along. Now we see His 
purpose in testing her as He did. And we 
see faith receive the mercy it seeks, as 
it always does: “O woman, great is your 
faith! Be it done for you as you desire” (v. 
28). The woman’s daughter was healed 
“instantly” (v. 28), and we tremble with 
the realization that such things come also 
to us and to all who have trusted Him. By 
God’s grace, we are looking at a portrait 
of ourselves.
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A SECON D MI R ACU LO US FEEDI NG 
Matthew 15:29–39
“Jesus went on from there and walked beside the Sea of Galilee” (v. 29). This 
section narrates a second miraculous feeding of a multitude that is almost an instant 
replay of the first (14:13–21). The parallels are striking. Each meal is preceded by 
His healing ministry (cf. 15:30–31 with 14:14). Each is energized by His compassion 
(cf. 15:32 with 14:14). The same sequence of Jesus taking the loaves, giving thanks, 
breaking, and giving to the disciples to distribute is repeated. This “four-fold action” 
in fact was repeated at the Last Supper (26:26–27) and literally became the outline 
of the Church’s Eucharistic liturgy! Finally, in both instances, “all ate and were 
satisfied” (15:37 and 14:20). So similar are the stories that some writers think it’s 
really the same story told twice.

But there are multiple differences. This crowd is slightly smaller. They start with a 
few more loaves. They end with a different number (7 here; 12 earlier) of baskets of 
“broken pieces” (15:37). Even the Greek words for the containers differ, but those 
are minor details. The most striking difference is how the second story underlines 
the cluelessness of the disciples. Have they learned nothing from the first miracle? 
Earlier they had asked Jesus to send the crowds away to buy food. Here, however, 
Jesus takes the initiative, alerting them that He does NOT want to send the crowds 
away (v. 32). But instead of saying, “Hey, we’ve been through this before—Jesus can 
handle it,” they ask, “Where are we to get enough bread in such a desolate place to 
feed so great a crowd?” (v. 33). It is surprising and disappointing that they seem to 
have learned nothing.

The disciples’ minimal faith stands in contrast to the stubborn certainty of the 
Canaanite woman. Lest we be too critical of those slow-learning disciples, we must 
pause to ask, “How well have we learned to trust God’s provision?” “How well do we 
retain the lessons God has tried to teach us?”
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A NOT H ER ENCO U N T ER A N D I TS LESSONS 
Matthew 16:1–12
The Canaanite woman had faith; now we see its opposite. Chapter 16 brings yet another instant 
replay of an earlier encounter (see 12:38–42) with those who have no faith at all. There it was some 
local “scribes and Pharisees” (v. 38) demanding a sign; here He is approached by “the Pharisees and 
Sadducees” (16:1), an ominous coalition of two groups normally opposed to one another. They have 
joined to make common cause against Jesus. These Sadducees were almost surely dispatched all 
the way from Jerusalem, where they supervised the temple and its business. The only previous time 
these two groups have joined forces was in their appearance at the Jordan River to check out John 
the Baptist (3:7).

The presence of the Sadducees shows that opposition is intensifying. Further, Matthew adds, they 
came not out of curiosity but specifically “to test him” (16:1). The confrontation is more heated this 
time, with Jesus indicting them for their inability (unwillingness?) to see the manifestation of God’s 
kingdom, which is playing out before their eyes. Once again the opponents demand “a sign from 
heaven” (v. 1). In reply, Jesus mocks them with a play on the word “heaven” (translated “sky” in ESV 
and NIV). “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the [heaven] is red.’ And in the 
morning, ‘It will be stormy today, for the [heaven] is red and threatening.’ You know how to interpret 
the appearance of the [heaven], but you cannot interpret the signs of the times” (vv. 2–3). The signs 
they cannot read are the words and work of Jesus Himself, who is Himself “heaven’s” sign! He 
concluded, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except 
the sign of Jonah,” and “left them and departed (v. 4).

Once again Jesus had called them an “evil and adulterous generation.” He was using the powerful 
imagery of the Old Testament (Ezek. 16:1–19; Hos. 1:2; 2:2) in which God described Himself as the 
husband who had taken the people of Israel as His wife. The idolatry of the people was as personally 
painful to God as adultery would be to the innocent and faithful spouse. Except for a single word, it 
was exactly what He had said in Matthew 12:39. The Sadducees will not appear again until Jesus 
comes to teach in the temple in Jerusalem (22:23).

In an ironic twist after the miraculous feeding, the disciples discovered that they themselves “had 
forgotten to bring any bread” (16:5) when they reached the other side of the lake. Seizing the 
moment, Jesus told them to be wary of “the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees” (v. 6) they had 
just encountered. But His attempt to teach them proved both humorous and pathetic, for their minds 
were on their bellies: “We brought no bread” (v. 7).

The idolatry of the people was as personally painful to God 
as adultery would be to the innocent and faithful spouse.
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One can almost see Jesus roll His eyes at His 
“little faithers” (v. 8). Why were they fixated on 
bread? In near exasperation, Jesus went on: 
“Do you not yet perceive? Do you not remember 
the five loaves for the 5,000 . . . or the seven 
loaves for the 4,000, and how many baskets you 
gathered? How is it that you fail to understand?” 
(vv. 9–11). I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT BREAD, but 
about the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees! 
In the Old Testament “leaven” was regularly 
excluded from the sacrificial ritual (Ex. 34:25). It 
came to be symbolic of the invasive, corrupting 
influence of evil.

Though the disciples here as elsewhere prove 
to be dim bulbs, the light finally dawns on them. 
Jesus does not mean ordinary leaven, but the 
pernicious teaching of the opponents, their 
opposition to Jesus and the kingdom. They don’t 
need to worry about having enough bread, do 
they? Hasn’t Jesus demonstrated His ability to 
provide all they need and more? The real issue is 
to take hold of Him by faith and beware of those 
who oppose Him.

SECON D P ORT R A I T: 
PET E R’S CON FESSION 
Matthew 16:13–16
The scene changes once more as Jesus and His 
disciples travel north again to Caesarea Philippi, 
25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee. This town 
is a place for running one’s religious flag up the 
pole. Centuries earlier the area had been a sacred 
place for the worship of Baal. Later the Greeks had 
turned it into a shrine of the god Pan. Recently the 
town had been rebuilt by the tetrarch, Philip, and 
dedicated to Caesar—hence its name—but today 
there would be a new flag raised!

Matthew presses forward with the twin themes of 
Jesus’ identity and people’s response. Jesus asks 
the disciples directly, “Who do people say that 
the Son of Man is?” (Matt. 16:13). The disciples 
chime in with what they’ve heard: “Some say 

John the Baptist” (v. 14) returned from the dead. 
Herod Antipas himself had embraced that notion 
(14:2). “Others say Elijah” (16:14), the great 
prophet predicted by Malachi as harbinger of the 
great Day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5). “Jeremiah” (Matt. 
16:14), someone else blurts out. Had it been 
because Jeremiah spoke strong words against the 
temple, earning bitter opposition (see Jer. 7:1–4)? 
Jesus, similarly, had set Himself against the 
temple’s modern-day stewards, the Sadducees, 
and earned their rising hostility. Matthew, 
interestingly, is the only evangelist to refer to 
Jeremiah and quote him directly (2:17–18; 27:9). 
“Or one of the prophets,” added another. Clearly 
Jesus was speaking memorable things with 
authority. No prophet had arisen since Malachi 
more than four hundred years earlier. “Yes, we 
have a prophet again!” many concluded.

But these were all short of the mark. Matthew’s 
readers already know who Jesus is. He is the 
Messiah (1:1, 16), “God with us” (1:23). Will 
anyone in Israel grasp the real significance of 
Jesus? What about the disciples? Jesus has 
been with them a considerable time and invested 
much in teaching them. With what result? So He 
redirects the question: “But who do you say that I 
am?” (16:15).

Peter now speaks up emphatically for them all. 
He is emerging as the spokesman, in spite of his 
flaws and frailties. It is he who now becomes the 
second portrait of faith in this lesson, a faith that 
sees who Jesus is and makes its bold confession: 
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (v. 
16). The disciples had earlier confessed Him as 
“Son of God” (14:33), but this is the first time in 
the Gospel anyone says Jesus is “the Christ,” the 
Messiah the Jews had waited for so long.

Peter’s confession is a “crucial breakthrough,” 
observes R. T. France. It is the acknowledging 
of Jesus as more than a prophet. He is the “one 
climactic figure in whom God’s purpose is finally 
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being accomplished.” Jesus’ response underscores the importance of this confession: 
“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my 
Father who is in heaven” (16:17, cf. 11:25). Peter in this moment becomes a living portrait 
of the Beatitudes (“Blessed are”), a picture of faith’s witness to Jesus Christ. Only God could 
have enabled Peter (or anyone) to see this truth and confess it. Faith confesses the Christ!

JESUS R ESP ON DS W I T H T H R EE PROMISES 
Matthew 16:17–20
Immediately Jesus makes three momentous promises to Peter (and all those who follow 
Jesus). Promise one: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church” (16:18a). We 
must not miss the significance of each phrase. “You are Peter” perfectly parallels “you are 
the Christ” (v. 16). This may be the first time Jesus applied the name Peter to Simon Bar-
Jonah. It also appears to be the first time in ancient literature that Peter was ever used as a 
proper name (Gibbs).

What is that “rock” (v. 18) upon which Jesus will build His Church? Clearly Jesus is singling 
out Peter himself as a recipient of the first promise. “This rock” (Greek, petra) almost 
perfectly parallels “Peter” (Greek, Petros). Jesus did not say, “Upon this truth,” and nor did 
He use the more common Greek word for “rock” (lithos). Peter is in some sense that rock of 
which Jesus speaks. Does He mean that Peter will become the first leader and spokesman 
of the Church (as is apparent in Acts)? Does He mean that Peter is a Christological confessor 
speaking on behalf of the other apostles: “On this [rock-like confession] I will build my 
church” (v. 18)? Jesus likely does not mean that Peter is personally the foundation of the 
Church, for Paul writes in Ephesians 2:20 that the Church is “built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets”—plural. The most salutary words in this promise are “I will build” 
(Matt. 16:18). Peter need not build. We need not build. Jesus will do it!

Promise two: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (v. 18b). Jesus does not soft-
pedal the truth to them. The Church, the assembly of believers, will undergo assault! “Gates 
of hell” is a phrase that means Satan will send his forces out of the very gates of hell, 
explains David Garland. As sure as there will be a constant assault, this promise assures us 
that our Lord is “by our side upon the plain” (as in the hymn “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”). 

Satan cannot overcome us. This promise braces us in the face of the 
troubles that beset so many Christian institutions in our time and the 

overt violence against believers in many countries.
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Satan cannot overcome us. This promise braces us in the face of the troubles that 
beset so many Christian institutions in our time and the overt violence against 
believers in many countries.

Finally comes promise three: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 
and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (v. 19). Jesus here entrusts to Peter and the 
other apostles the authority to open or close access to God’s kingdom on earth, for 
that is the function of a key.

But what is this “binding” and “loosing”? The promise is made in response to 
Peter’s confession of Christ. That proclamation of the Good News about Jesus 
is itself a power that opens heaven to people. In chapter 18, as He directs the 
disciples on what to do with a sinning “brother” (v. 15), Jesus applies binding and 
loosing specifically to the retaining of sins for the impenitent and the forgiving of 
sins for the penitent (18:15–18). Luther labeled this authority as the Office of the 
Keys in his catechisms.

The Roman Catholic Church has understood this verse as indicative of the papal 
authority given to Peter alone, partly because the “you” in this verse is singular. 
The “keys of Peter” in fact are prominently displayed on many Vatican City postage 
stamps! But the “you” in Matthew 18 is plural, as is the “you” in the parallel 
directive in John 20:23. The keys are given not only to Peter, but also to all the 
apostles. We could even say that those keys are given to all believers, for all of us 
are commanded to “confess your sins to one another and pray for one another” 
(James 5:16)! What an encouraging promise this is, especially when we feel that 
our sins have closed the doors on us or others. There is hope and a way back as 
near to us as a fellow believer.

We have reached a climactic moment, a turning point in the Gospel. Jesus signals 
it to them: “Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the 
Christ” (Matt. 16:20). Before He is publicly proclaimed as the rightful king, He must 
teach the disciples what the Messiah has come to suffer. Now begins the road to 
the cross.
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord, as I read Your Word in this lesson, help me think seriously about what it means to follow 
You. Show me the cross You would have me carry. I ask it for Your name’s sake. Amen.

For Review
1. Summarize the two “faith portraits” in the last lesson. What did each portrait teach you about faith?

2. In this lesson, how were the disciples slow to catch on to what Jesus wanted to teach them? Are there any 
ways in which you’d say you are a slow learner in your own discipleship?

Matthew 16:21–28
3. How does v. 21 show that we have entered a new part of the Gospel story?

4. Jesus predicts His passion three times (16:21; 17:22–23; 20:18–19). Compare these three. List what’s the 
same in all three, and what is unique to each.

5. What do you think moved Peter to rebuke Jesus? What do you find surprising about Jesus’ response to him 
in v. 23?

6. What would it mean for you personally to deny yourself?

 a) Stop talking so much and start listening seriously to others.

 b) Break free of my schedule and be more available to God.

 c) Turn my financial resources over to the Lord’s use daily.

 d) Find a trusted listener and ask help with something I obsess about.

Matthew 17:1–13
7. What else in Matthew occurred on a mountain? How did mountains play into the stories of both Moses (see 

Ex. 3 and Deut. 34) and Elijah (1 Kings 18)?

8. Have you ever had a mountaintop experience in your faith? If so, share it with your small group. What made 
it special? How did it bless you?
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9. Matthew does not tell us what Moses and Elijah discussed with Jesus. What does Luke tell us about this 
(see Luke 9:28–36)?

10. Who is the “voice from the cloud”? What does the voice say (cf. with Matt. 3:17)?

11. What prompted the disciples’ question in Matthew 17:10?

12. Jesus had earlier spoken about the connection between John the Baptist and Elijah (11:13–14). Reread 
Malachi 4:5–6 as background. What more does Jesus say here about it?

Matthew 17:14–21
13. While Peter, James, and John were on the mountain with Jesus, what were the others doing (vv. 14–16)?

14. When Jesus speaks of a “faithless and twisted generation,” who do you think He means?

 a) the man and his son? b) the disciples? c) the crowds?

15. Once again Jesus mentions the “little faith” of the disciples (see 8:26; 14:31). What situations do you face 
that could make you wonder about your own?

Matthew 17:22–27
16. What is the disciples’ reaction to this second Passion prediction? What do you think this reaction reveals 

about them?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 16:24–25 “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For 

whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
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